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Executive Summary:  US Army Special Forces in the Next Peer-Level War 
Purpose 
This study explores the role of US Army Special Forces in a future peer-level war and is 
intended for leaders who recruit, train, sustain, retain, force-provide and command Special 
Forces soldiers. It is meant to inspire those same leaders to reflect, consider and prepare for such 
an eventuality and accomplishes this by exposing potential capability gaps, highlighting critical 
implications and presenting recommendations to better prepare the force for such a war. 
Key Elements  
¾ A synthesis of national-level future studies 2030-2050 (Chapter 2) 
¾ Ready-to-Use Table Top Exercise for staffs or detachment-level training (Appendix A) 
¾ Capability gap analysis by DOTmLPF and Warfighting Function Crosswalk (Chapter 4) 
Background 
US Army Special Forces are adept at accomplishing their core tasks, often within the 
cooperation and competition realms of the conflict continuum, and against less than peer 
adversaries.  Methods, skills and capabilities needed to complete the same tasks against a peer 
competitor during armed conflict have likely waned, some tasks may need to be accomplished 
differently, and new ones may need to be developed. As the Department of Defense re-directs its 
focus on great power competition in the midst of an increasingly complex operating 
environment, this study aims to fill a gap in defense literature which explores and addresses how 
Special Forces will contribute to defeating a great power adversary in large scale combat 
operations in a future war.   
 
The Way Ahead 
This study emphasizes a thoughtful and prudent approach to the study and preparation of future 
warfare and avoids an alarmist tone while encouraging similar efforts take place.  It does not 
advocate for broad sweeping changes or re-directions for the Special Forces regiment writ large 
based on the possibility of a great power war.  Contrarily, it focuses on the least likely but most 
dangerous eventuality and is meant to drive thought on a narrow but dangerous problem.  In this 
case, the research highlighted that the skills and capabilities that US Army Special Forces 
provide will still be valuable in a future war, but the way they provide them may change.  Studies 
like this one should encourage innovation, initiate challenging conversations and spark 
professional debate to identify those changes while illuminating problems before they are 
encountered on the battlefield.  Doing so may avoid unnecessary losses while increasing the 
possibility of victory in a war the United States must win. 
Findings & Recommendations 
Observations from a Table Top Exercise written and facilitated by the authors, and which places 
Special Forces teams in a denied area against Russia, were categorically binned using the 
Warfighting Functions.  Each observation was then applied across the elements of the 
DOTmLPF framework, creating a crosswalk meant to identify implications for US Army Special 
Forces and highlight potential capability gaps. Two consistent and thematic trends surfaced 
throughout the study and directly inspired the authors  recommendations which aim to prepare 
U.S. Army Special Forces for war against a great power adversary.    
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 1.  Findings in the study suggest a greater 
emphasis within concepts, doctrine and 
training should be placed on the conduct 
of Unconventional Warfare in dense urban 
areas. 
 
Urbanization and increasingly 
capable sensors, precise and lethal 
weapons force elements to hide in 
the complex terrain of cities. The 
same advancements make traditional 
SF rural safe-havens untenable and 
directly affect how SF will survive 
and achieve UW tasks (recruit, train, 
organize, employ) with partners 
2. Distinct attention to concepts, doctrine 
and training is needed which emphasize 
the creation and mending of networks 
during conflict and after they are disrupted 
or destroyed. 
 
In a peer-level fight, SF should 
expect portions of the human 
infrastructure established prior to 
conflict to be disrupted or destroyed 
by capable adversaries before 
arriving on the battlefield.  Networks 
and relationships with partners 
created in phase zero will likely 
remain critical to most SF missions 
























1.  More senior leaders should expect 
decisions typically made at higher levels 
to be made at lower ones while re-
calibrating their own metrics for risk 
perception and degrees of delegating 
authority.  Every effort should be made to 
develop and prepare more junior leaders to 
assume greater responsibility while 
improving decision-making acumen and 
judgment at levels commensurate with 
battalion commanders and above. 
 
An increasingly complex battlefield 
will make human decisions 
surrounding lethal fires, risk 
perception and managing strategic 
relationships more difficult.  The 
speed, depth, lethality and 
disaggregated nature of the future 
battlefield will demand leaders who 
can make better decisions faster than 
what is required today. 
1.  Deliberately explore future war.   
Training and professional development 
exercises (like the TTX and similar 
efforts) which challenge traditional 
approaches and missions frequently 
conducted since since 9/11, and include 
complex problems against forces with 
capabilities equal to our exceeding those 
of the US should be common place within 
Special Forces Groups and other similar 
units.    
 
Staffs and detachments conducting 
scenario-based training offers a cost-
effective means to train for unlikely 
but dangerous scenarios and can 
identify problems which may elude 
leaders who are already busy with 
day to day requirements.  Exploring 
plausible future scenarios cultivates 
an inquisitive mentality which defies 
the mantra that tomorrow will look 
like today and may help identify 
leaders who excel in complex 
environments while mitigating those 
who do not. 
